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Joseph Heller is one of the most prominent American novelists in the postwar period. 
It is generally acknowledged that the publication of Joseph Heller’s black humor novel 
Catch 22 marks the beginning of postmodernism in American literature. Postmodernist 
American fiction can be divided into two stages: the black humor novels of the 1960s and 
the more recent postmodernist novels from the 1970s to the present. The former is regarded 
as the first generation of the postmodernist American fiction or the early twentieth century 
while the later is considered as the second generation or the late twentieth century. Grouped 
together with Vonnegut, Pynchon, John Barth, Heller has earned his reputation as “the 
outstanding figure of the American novelists of black humor”(Yang Renjing 561). 
Joseph Heller served in the US Air Force during World War II, and wrote a book about 
his experience in the war. This is the famous Catch-22 (1961), a novel, the title of which 
added a term to the English language. If Nelson Algren’s judgment is sound, “Catch-22 is 
the strongest repudiation of our civilization, in fiction, to come out of World War II.” He 
went on to conclude that the “novel is not merely the best American novel to come out of 
World War II; it is the best American novel that has come out of anywhere in years” (358). 
Morris Dickstein declared that “I’d have to call Catch-22 the best novel of the sixties”(116) 
and Robert Merrill also confirmed “Catch-22 is widely recognized as one of the most 
important books written by an American since World War Two. It has received extravagant 
praise, and become known to almost everyone. The book has been subject of more than two 
hundred discussions and is taught in most university courses that deal with contemporary 
American literature”( 9). 
This doctoral dissertation, “The Absurdity of the Postmodern American Society 
and the Grotesqueness of Joseph Heller’s Postmodernist Text ,” aims at studying this 
witty and entangling author in a new and comprehensive way. In order to better understand 
Heller’s pioneering position as the initiator of postmodernist American literature, it is 
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traditional historical, cultural and textual analysis. My interpretative strategies rely on 
Catch-22 as a reference point. My work consists of three parts: 1) Drawing theoretical 
insights mainly from M. M. Bakhtin’s theory and the theoretical propositions that Fredric 
Jameson, Linda Hutcheon, Jean-Francois Lyotard, and Ihab Hassan put forward on 
postmodernism； 2) Weaving their points and arguments into my analysis of Joseph 
Heller’s postmodernisr text; 3) Based on a combination of theoretical framework and close 
reading of specific texts, constructing a working hypothesis accounting for and rendering 
mutually coherent constituent factors in Joseph Heller’s postmodernist fiction. 
Contextualing Heller’s works and focusing on the postmodernist characteristics, the 
purpose of this dissertation is to blaze a new road into the field of Joseph Heller study.  
The “Introduction” briefly explains the postmodern conditions in America in the 
1950s and the 1960s, and how this influences the postmodernist writings in the USA. The 
key factors inducing a transition from modernism to postmodernism in American literature 
are: 1) Socially, the impact of new science and technology; and politically, the Cold War 
and MaCarthyism; 2) Culturally, the counterculture and the linguistic turn; 3) 
Philosophically, existentialism and postmodern doubt. Postmodern conditions provide 
postmodernist writing with fertile soil and rich opportunities for literary experiments. 
Joseph Heller is the first major writer to articulate the voice of postmodernist American 
literature. His Catch 22 popularizes black humor and launches the literary history of the 
United States into the era of postmodernism.  
“Chapter One: The Making of Joseph Heller as a Postmodernist Writer: His Life 
and Artistic Views” describes Joseph Heller’s childhood, Heller’s sensitive temperament 
and pessimistic disposition, and his views on art. If “[t]he child is the father of the man,” as 
William Wordsworth believes, the origin of Joseph Heller’s mind and art can be traced to 
his Jewish family and his childhood (his mother, a cynical realist, and doting half brothers 
and sisters, his father’s death, his childhood during the Great Depression); what also 
contributed to his becoming a postmodernist writer are his sensitive temperament and 















Joseph Heller’s childhood, his sensitive temperament and pessimistic disposition also 
account for Joseph Heller’s unique views on art: his heavy emphasis on form; his penchant 
for language play as a creative act; the way his writings use humor to discredit or ridicule 
aspects of American society；an interplay between, and fusion and/or confusion of, tragedy 
and comedy that generates Heller’s grotesque art. 
“Chapter Two: The Absurdity of Postmodern American Society Deconstructed in 
Heller’s Fiction” touches upon Heller’s deconstruction of the military bureaucracy in 
Catch-22, and upon Heller’s deconstruction of the corporate establishment and the 
administrative and family order in Something Happened. Heller’s deconstruction shows 
that absurdity prevails as normality, as instanced by power struggle, madness and violence 
in the U.S. Air Force in World War II; the corporate establishment is a microcosm of a 
society where class and rank are more important than individual ability, and appearance 
counts more than essence. The existential angst is vividly depicted in Slocum’s 
pathological fear of losing the ability to speak and in his obsession with death; Chaos, 
masqueraded as order, dominates interpersonal communication even between family 
members as the internecine family fight in Something Happened demonstrates. In a world 
where anarchy and chaos are highly organized and institutionalized, the absurdity of 
postmodern society permeates the family, the smallest social unit, as well as the 
administrative bureaucracy.  
“Chapter Three: The Grotesqueness of the Postmodernist Texts Constructed in 
Heller’s Fiction” expounds the grotesqueness of Heller’s postmodernist fictional world. 
Heller’s fiction has five grotesque faces, namely: black humor, dialogism, carnivalization, 
decanonization, and hybridization.    
Black humor’s philosophical backdrop is existentialism. Americanizing existentialism 
into a merciless anarchism, black humor parallels the history of the black humorists’ own 
times; black humor is an affirmation of life through comedy, putting into laughter the 
sufficated tears and covering the tragic body with comic clothes. Black humor is a man’s 
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replica. The sensibility of Yossarian and the chaplain and the sympathetic characters in 
Catch-22 reflect mainly urban, Jewish sensibility. Needless to say, the Jewish sensibility 
and Jewish humor are the underflow in the author’s stream-of-consciousness. Jewish humor 
informs Heller’s black humor which can be seen as the most absurd Jewish humor.    
Bakhtin’s theory of dialogism suggests that language can only be understood as a 
cultural exchange—both individual and particularized, and communal. No text is limited to 
the statements of the author, but rather it joins in the polyphony of social forces and other 
voices. Dialogism in No Laughing Matter is boded forth in the comic parries between 
Heller’s narrative and Vogel’s account. No Laughing Matter drives home to the readers 
Mikhail Bakhtin’s concept of dialogism not only as the structural principle of Heller’s 
polyphonic novel, but also as the possible means to the betterment of interpersonal 
communication and the way of existence.     
Carnivalization is another of Mikhail Bakhtin’s key concepts, which means, in 
Hassan’s further application of the term, “polyphony,” the centrifugal power of language, 
the “gay relativity” of things, perspectivism and performance, participation in the wild 
disorder of life, the immanence of laughter. Carnivalization swallows everything, 
reconstructs everything, and acculturates everything. Carnivalization in Closing Time 
covers a wide range from the convolving and confusing conference of ACACAMMA to 
Milo Minderbinder’s stealth bomber, from disordered metropolitan living, to a socialite 
wedding in the bus terminal. Closing Time illustrates carnivalization as an antisystem, a 
second life standing for postmodernism itself.    
Decanonization refers to the subversion and dispelling of all canons and all 
conventions of authority. In God Knows, Heller employs decanonization by exposing 
Biblical inconsistencies (Saul’s instability, David’s treatment of Joab, David’s advice to 
Solomon, David’s credibility as a narrator); turning the wise King Solomon into Shlomo, 
the idiot; demystifying theological knowledge (two versions of Joseph’s story, three 
versions of Samson’s story, different versions of David’s story in the Bible); questioning 















dispelling the holy aura of the most sacred book of Western culture.  
Hybridization, or the mutant replication of genres, includes parody, travesty, and 
pastiche. Hybridization is the literary grotesque of unresolved generic conflicts. Through 
hybridization, postmodernists have enriched the intention and extension of the prototypes 
and enhanced the vitality of original texts and the implications of the new text. 
Hybridization in Good as Gold is expressed in the convergence of serious subject and 
popular subjects; the juxtaposing of novel, memoir and news report. Hybridization in 
Picture This is formed by the conjunction of history and fiction. 
“Chapter Four: The Comparisons Between Heller and Other Postmodernist 
Writers” makes a comparative study of the four major black humor novelists in the 1960s: 
Heller, Vonnegut, Pynchon, and Barth. Though thrown together into the camp of black 
humorists, each of them has his own peculiar postmodernist leaning and special shade of 
black humor besides their similarities in satirizing society in despairing humor and facing 
tragic existence with comic attitude. To be exact, Heller’s black humor stresses irrationality 
and absurdity, of which Catch-22 is a symbol. Vonnegut’s black humor leans to cynicism, 
as he emphatically declared in his works. Barth’s black humor mainly incarnates itself in 
farce and parody which are the two major methods he uses for literary innovation. 
Pynchon’s black humor pays more attention to entropy, which, according to his observation 
and interpretation, exists in human society as well as in the natural world.   
In the “Conclusion,” Heller’s contribution，as a postmodernist writer，to American 
literature in particular, and to world literature in general has been pointed out: 1) His  
critique of postmodern American society and his comic vision on existential absurdity; 2) 
His grotesque artistic form; 3) His persistent interest in language and its magic power; 4) 
His permanent position as a first pioneering postmodernist novelist.  
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的对我们的文明抗议最强烈的小说”（纳尔逊·阿格雷 第 358 页 ）。莫里斯·迪克斯
坦宣称，“我愿意把《第二十二条军规》称为 60 年代最优秀的小说”（莫里斯·迪克
斯坦 第 116 页）。而罗伯特·梅里尔也证明“《第二十二条军规》被普遍认为是二战
以来由美国人写的最重要的作品之一。它已获得了高度的评价，几乎是众所周知。这
本书已被争论两百多次，并在绝大多数当代美国文学的大学课程中教授”（罗伯特·梅
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Abbreviations of Joseph Heller’s Works 
 
In the course of this study Joseph Heller’s works are abbreviated as follows (in the order of 
publication):  
  
C Catch-22 (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1961) 
WBNH We Bombed New Haven. (New York: Alfred A. Knopf. 1968.) 
SH Something Happened ( New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1974.) 
GG Good as Gold ( New York: Simon & Schuster, 1979.) 
GK God Knows (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1984.) 
NLM No Laughing Matter (With Speed Vogel.) (New York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1986.) 
PT Picture This  (New York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 1988.) 
CT Closing Time (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1994.) 
NT Now and Then: From Coney Island to Here  (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 
1998.) 
PAOM Portrait of an Artist, as an Old Man (New York: Simon & Schuster, 
2000.) 
CACC Catch As Catch Can: The Collected Stories and Other Writings Ed. Matthew J. 
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All over the world, boys on every side of the bomb line were laying down their 
lives for what they had been told was their country, and no one seemed to mind, least 
of all the boys who were laying down their young lives. There was no end in sight. 
— Catch-22 
 
Joseph Heller (1923-1999), one of the most distinctive of twentieth-century American 
novelists, gained world fame with his satirical, anti-war novel Catch-22 (1961). He once 
remarked, “the only freedom we really have is the freedom to say no.” While Catch-22 
effectively dramatizes a fictional instance of “saying no” to authority, the principle of 
resistance exists in the real world too, of course. Robert Brustein said that the character 
Yossarian in Catch-22 “encouraged the rest of us [those outside the novel] to say no.”①  
Joseph Heller served in the US Air Force during World War II, and wrote a book about 
his experience in the war. This is the famous Catch-22, a novel, the title of which added to 
the English language a term signifying a no-win situation, particularly one created by a law, 
regulation or circumstance. In Jerry H. Bryant’s opinion, “[t]he principle of Catch-22 is a 
metaphor of the ‘world’ of Husserl which must be bracketed, the ‘inauthenticity’ of 
Heidegger, the ‘bad faith’ of Sartre, the ‘false consciousness’ of Mannheim, the refusal of 
the scientist to acknowledge all the evidence” (qtd. in Riley and Mendelson 229).  
Joseph Heller was born in Brooklyn, New York, as the son of poor Jewish parents. His 
Russian-born father, who was a bakery truck driver, died in 1927 when he was only four 
years old. After graduating from Abraham Lincoln High School in 1941, Heller joined the 
Twelfth Air Force. He was stationed in Corsica, where he flew 60 combat missions as a 
B-25 bombardier. In 1949 Heller received his M. A. from Columbia University. He was a 
Fulbright scholar at Oxford in 1949-50. Heller worked as a teacher at Pennsylvania State 
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